Polymerase chain reaction-based diagnosis of Mediterranean spotted fever in serum and tissue samples.
A nested polymerase chain reaction (PCR) assay has been developed and used in the diagnosis of fatal and benign cases of Mediterranean spotted fever (MSF). The test was based on specific primers derived from a Rickettsia conorii 17-kD protein gene. A positive signal was obtained from spotted fever group (SFG) and typhus group (TG) rickettsiae. Discrimination between SFG and TG rickettsiae was based on a restriction fragment length polymorphism test. Other gram-negative bacterial species tested did not generate a signal, attesting for the specificity of the assay. The SFG-specific DNA fragment was detected in four of 29 acute-phase sera from serologically confirmed patients with MSF, while acute-phase sera from 25 patients without MSF were PCR negative. Acute-phase sera samples (five of five) and tissue autopsies (six of seven) from fatal suspected cases of MSF were PCR positive. The results demonstrate that sera and tissue samples are suitable specimens for the nested PCR tests, especially in fatal cases.